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skipping over the “empathy step”?
By Hopie Fulkerson Mooney
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a s a child and family psychotherapist I work with a lot of frustrated 
parents and kids. From depressed or anxious teenagers 
to defiant nine- and ten-year-olds with behavior problems, 

everyone has a distinct and unique story and their experience is their 
own. By the time families get to me they’ve often “tried everything” 
and it’s not unusual that I will hear the phrase “nothing works.” They’re 
angry, hurt, burned out, and often feeling hopeless and helpless. 
Parents are feeling understandably desperate when all they want to do 
is help their child to be happy, healthy, and successful. They come to me 
for support and counseling, often looking for “skills” and “strategies” to 
deal with their child’s challenging behavior and emotional pain. 

Parents are often surprised when I start to talk about focusing 
less on “tools” and more on creating a space of validation and 
acknowledgement first. In his book, The Explosive Child, Ross 
Greene, PhD, talks about the importance of “the empathy step” when 
dealing with challenging emotional or behavioral issues in children 
and adolescents. When I start talking with parents about not skipping 
over “the empathy step” in their parenting approaches, we really start 
to get down to business. I’m telling you, this stuff is the sauce. 

Too quickly we (adults) jump to responding and reacting to 
behavioral issues thinking we have to hold kids accountable right 
away, set limits, implement consequences, and avoid power struggles 
at all costs. Or we try to fix it, solve the problem for them, give advice, 
make it “better.” When was the last time you tried to give your teen 
advice about something only to see their eyes glaze over or roll back 
in their head? We often get so used to dealing with behavior or fixing 
problems that we effectively skip over the “empathy step.” We make 
assumptions about how kids are feeling, we discount their emotional 
experience without even knowing it, we minimize it, make it wrong, or 
simply completely ignore it all together.

Simply acknowledging that a child or adolescent is even having 
an emotional experience first can gain a lot of ground with them. 
This may sound like, “Huh, you seem really mad right now,” or “Wow  
I can tell you are pretty frustrated with me, how is that for you?” or 

“What was that like when she said that to you in after school?” 
Children and adolescents want to feel heard, validated, and 

acknowledged. By empathizing and validating kids first, you are 
telling them “Your emotional experience matters, I want to know 
more about it, I get it, I hear you, and I care.”

This does not mean you are necessarily agreeing with the way 
they feel, you’re not condoning or giving their behavior permission 
by empathizing with them. When parents and adults can spend 
just a little more time on empathy, we are creating a space that the 
child or adolescent will come in to willingly to ask for advice and 
to listen to what we have to say more readily. We are cultivating a 
space of  validation that will foster what Dr. Greene also refers to 
as “Collaborative Problem Solving,” which models and invites kids 
to participate in finding solutions to their problems with you. 

When I was a student at Carolina Friends School, I remember 
often telling people outside of the CFS community that my love of the 
school came from feeling like the teachers “really listened to me.” 
My experience of things mattered! I felt validated, acknowledged, 
and heard. And from this foundation of validation I was eager to 
participate and learn and receive feedback and be an active part 
of a community. The CFS mission statement reads: “. . .We teach 
our children that it is possible to change the world.” This is global 
collaborative problem solving, folks. 

I know, I know, it seems like a no brainer, right? Empathize 
with your kids! It’s obvious! Then they’ll want to be part of 
the solution! I’m telling you—we get into a routine, we get 
complacent, we think we’re doing it when we’re really not. It’s 
amazing how powerful empathy can be in turning worlds around 
for families, in repairing strained parent-child relationships, in 
giving children a powerful context from which to grow and learn 
and effect change. When we can pause, listen, and really get 
present to what our children’s perspectives and experiences 
are, without trying to “fix it” right away, they notice. And they 
get on board. h&h




